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Buker: Francis's Metallic Lifeboats and the Third Seminole War

FRANCIS’S METALLIC LIFEBOATS AND THE
THIRD SEMINOLE WAR
by GEORGE E. BUKER

Joseph Francis was a good, persistent salesman and
General Thomas S. Jesup was knowledgeable about Florida
and its Seminole Indians, the United States Army became interested in metallic lifeboats. By December 20, 1855, when Chief
Billy Bowlegs’s warriors attacked Lieutenant George Hartsuff’s
men in the Big Cypress Swamp, some of Francis’s metallic lifeboats already were in Florida waters. Thus, during the Third
Seminole War, the army, for the first time, used metal boats in
combat operations.
In November 1851, when Francis first contacted Quartermaster General of the Army Jesup, he enclosed a model of his
metallic cutter used by the Navy. He told the general the advantages of his metal boats were greater strength than wood,
imperviousness to worms, a tightness of construction which
eliminated leaks, and the ability to be disjointed and packed in
sections for cheaper freight.1
Francis was proud of the strength of his boats. In 1848 when
Lieutenant William F. Lynch, USN, had used both wooden and
metal boats during his Jordan River and Dead Sea Expedition,
only the metal boats survived. At the Hell Gate navigation excavation site on New York City’s East River one of his metal
boats twice had been placed over a l50-pound powder charge
which was detonated. Both times the concussion hurled the boat
into the air, and each time it landed on the water’s surface without injury.2
ECAUSE

George E. Buker is professor of history, Jacksonville University. Research
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1. Joseph Francis to Thomas S. Jesup, November 14, 1851, Records of the
Office of the Quartermaster General, Consolidated Correspondence File:
Francis Iron Wagons and Metallic Life Boats, Record Group 92, National
Archives, Washington (hereinafter RG 92).
2. James L. Pond, comp., History of Life-Saving Appliances and Military
and Naval Construction: Invented and Manufactured by Joseph Francis,
with Sketches and Incidents of His Business Life in the United States and
Europe (New York, 1885), 46-47.
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Francis’s testimonials were as impressive as his strength test.
He enclosed copies of several letters from satisfied users of his
unique craft. The commandant of the New York Navy Yard told
the chief of the Bureau of Construction that for thirty-nine
months the brig Dolphin had cruised in the East Indies with a
galvanized iron boat as part of her complement. The iron boat
saw more service than any of the wooden boats carried, yet when
the Dolphin came into the yard for overhaul the metal boat only
needed paint to be ready for another cruise.3
Thomas B. King, a pilot at Port Isabel, Texas, wrote that on
June 16, 1851, during rescue operations of the steamship Globe,
he had tested the “Francis Metallic Life-Boat . . . in a tremendous
sea and surf.” King said of the metal boat, “She can neither
capsize, or fill sufficiently to prevent her being managed. Had she
not been here, there would have been a loss of life.“4
After his Tehuantepec Survey, Chief Hydrographic Assistant
William G. Temple told Francis how well his metallic boats had
withstood the rigors of the expedition. Neither the beating from
hidden snags in the rivers nor the extremely rough usage while
being hauled over the rugged mule paths of that region had
seriously damaged them. “Beyond a slight indentation that could
be easily hammered straight,” the galvanized iron boats stood
the test. Temple believed that under similar circumstances “any
wooden boat would have been bilged.“5
Joseph Francis, the inventor of these metallic boats, had experimented with unsinkable boats since childhood. When he
was eleven he had built a wooden boat with cork at both ends
which could not be sunk by its four-man crew. From 1816 to
1837 he worked on his project, first in Boston and then in New
York City. His basic premise was contrary to the other lifeboat
designers who assumed that their boats, operating in rough seas,
would take on quantities of water; therefore, they employed devices to right their vessels if capsized and to expel water if
shipped aboard. Francis believed a successful lifeboat should be
light, strong, and so buoyant that it would ride on top of the sea.
He experimented placing tanks of hydrogen in his boats to
3. W. D. Salter to Charles W. Skinner, September 5, 1851, RG 92.
4. Thomas B. King to John S. Rhea, July 15, 1851, RG 92.
5. William G. Temple to Francis, August 30, 1851, R G 92.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol63/iss2/3

2

Buker: Francis's Metallic Lifeboats and the Third Seminole War
F RANCIS ’S METALLIC L IFEBOATS

141

improve flotation. He added copper air tubes along the sides of
his boats for additional buoyancy. In 1838 Francis patented a
wooden boat design whose flotation qualities were so superior
to other boats that orders came in from shipping companies on
both sides of the Atlantic.6 Francis was successful, but he was
not satisfied. Wood was not strong enough.
In 1841 he experimented with metal, and determined that
corrugated sheets would provide both lightness and strength.
But how could he form the metal, which would have a different
shape throughout the boat’s length? Francis solved his problem
three years later by making a set of cast-iron dies for each quarter
of the boat. A hydraulic press shaped and corrugated the copper
or galvanized iron sheets placed between the dies; then the sections were riveted together. To keep his metal boats from sinking when swamped, Francis built air chambers at both ends as
an integral part of the vessel to provide flotation. Thus, Francis
considered all of his metallic boats regardless of type to be “lifeboats.“7
Soon most maritime users accepted Francis’s metallic boats,
especially after his metallic life-car performed a dramatic rescue.
When the British ship Ayrshire smashed upon the rocks off the
New Jersey shore during a January snowstorm in 1850, Francis’s
craft, an enclosed vessel, rescued over 200 passengers and crew.
The United States Navy began putting metal boats on its men-ofwar, and by 1851 the treasury department had its revenue cutters and shore lifesaving stations shift from wooden to metallic
boats. 8
Near the end of 1851 Joseph Francis decided to interest the
army in his craft. He wrote to the general in chief of the army
6. Dictionary of American Biography, 22 vols. (New York, 1928-1944), VI,
582-83 (hereinafter DAB); “Joseph Francis— Inventor of the Life Boat,”
Scientific American, LXVII (May 20, 1893), 310; Jacob Abbott, “Some Account of Francis’s Life-Boats and Life-Cars,” Harper’s New Monthly
Magazine, III (June-November 1861), 161-71.
7. C. W. Fitch, “The Inventor of the ‘Ayrshire Life-Car,’ ” Lippincott’s
Magazine, XXXV (January 1885), 97; Joseph Francis, Francis’ Metallic
Life-Boat (New York, 1852), 19; Pond, History of Life-Saving Appliances,
71.
8. In 1885, Francis presented his “Ayrshire car” to the National Museum of
American History (formerly the National Museum of History and Technology), Robert C. Post to George E. Buker, July 23, 1982; The National
Cyclopaedia of American Biography, 62 vols. (New York, 1893— ), X, 88;
Francis, Francis’ Metallic Life-Boats, 36; Napoleon L. Coste to Francis,
November 3, 1853, RG 92; Fitch, “The Inventor,” 97.
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and told him of the value of his boats. General Winfield Scott
appointed a board of officers to investigate and report back.
Francis, impatient with this delay, next wrote to the quarter9
master general of the army. After two months without an
answer Francis decided to make a personal approach to General
Jesup. He prevailed upon John A. Dix to write a letter of introduction for him to take to Jesup. Dix told the general that he
owned a large metal sail boat which had been in salt water for
five years, and he had spent less than $20.00 on its upkeep. Dix
believed that the metal boat could be of use to the army because
of its lightness, strength, and economy of upkeep. He urged
Jesup to listen to Francis.10
A year and a half later Jesup asked Francis for more information about his copper whaleboat. Francis replied that the boat
was made in sections, “being precisely alike . . . any inexperienced
person may form of the promiscuous pieces collected from new
or old Boats a perfect water tight Boat.” He said that a twentyseven foot whaleboat used 600 pounds of copper, which at forty
cents a pound would cost $240 for the material; however, if the
army supplied the copper from the government copper rolling
mill at the Washington Navy Yard, as the navy did, the material
would cost only twenty-two cents a pound, or $132 per boat, plus
his fabrication costs. Further, Francis pointed out that at the
end of the craft’s useful life of ten or twenty years the metal
would retain most of its intrinsic value, a fact not so with a
wooden boat.11
Meanwhile, in Florida events were transpiring which would
lead to a renewed Indian conflict. In 1842, at the conclusion of
the Second Seminole War, most of the southern portion of the
peninsula had been set aside for the approximately 300 remaining Indians, and white settlement was generally in the area
north of Peace Greek. Many Floridians, not pleased with this
arrangement, demanded the complete removal of the Seminoles.
By 1849 Governor Thomas Brown reported he had “assurances
from the authorities at Washington that steps are now in progress
for the removal of the Indians from Florida & that liberal offers
9.

Headquarters of the Army, Washington, D. C., General Orders No. 55,
November 10, 1851, RG 92; Francis to Jesup, November 14, 1851, RG 92.
10. John A. Dix to Jesup, January 14, 1852, RG 92.
11. Francis to Jesup, June 27, 1853, RG 92.
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will be made them to remove peaceably, but if this fails they
will be removed by force.“12
A year later, when Congress granted Florida title to its overflowed lands, the state’s desire to eliminate the Indians increased.
The Everglades and swamps bordering Lake Okeechobee, all
Indian lands, needed to be surveyed before title could pass to
the state. Therefore, the Indians must leave, peacefully or otherwise.
By 1854 the federal and state governments began a program
designed to force the Indians to move west. Trade with the
Seminoles stopped, depriving them of their source of gunpowder.
At the same time, state teams began surveying between the Kissimmee and Caloosahatchee rivers while military parties moved
into the Big Cypress Swamp, the heartland of the Seminoles.
Between March 1854 and June 1855 Colonel John Munroe,
military commander in Florida, sent some twenty-four expeditions into the Indian’s lands, to harass and force them to migrate
or fight.13
In New York General Jesup followed these military moves
closely. He knew the locale and its Indians, having served for a
time during the Second Seminole War as Florida’s military commander. He recalled that after the army had driven the Seminoles south into the Everglades the navy had cooperated to bring
the war to the Indians in their remote watery reaches. The
Mosquito Fleet used three lines: schooners, well off the coast, to
blockade the peninsula to cut off Cuban fishermen who might
try to supply the Seminoles with arms and powder; offshore
gun-barges to keep the Indians from fishing or resting on the
coast; and canoes to bring the war to the Seminoles hiding in the
glades.
Jesup’s experiences led him to believe that Francis’s metal
boats would be invaluable on south Florida’s lakes, rivers, and
12.

Thomas Brown to Jesse A. Johns, October 20, 1849, Office of the Governor, Correspondence of Gov. Thomas Brown, 1849-1853, Series 32,
vol. 5, 122-23, Record Group 101, Florida Division of Archives, History
and Records Management, Tallahassee.
13. Francis N. Page, Memoir of Reconnaissances With Maps During the
Florida Campaign, April 1854-February 1858, passim, Microfilm M-1090,
National Archives (hereinafter M-1090); Governor’s Office, Letterbooks,
1836-1909, Series 777, Box 2, Folder 3, Record Group 101, Florida Division of Archives: Alfred J. Hanna and Kathryn Abbey Hanna, Lake
Okeechobee (New York, 1948), 62.
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swamps. On November 2, 1854, he ordered a copper and galvanized iron barge and four galvanized iron whaleboats, all
equipped with oars and awnings, for service in Florida. He also
asked Francis if he could make a shallow draft, flat-bottomed,
twenty-foot long metal batteau. Not waiting for Francis’s reply,
Jesup telegraphed and wrote to Thomas Mason of Bangor, Maine,
asking him to send plans of a Penobscot River batteau immediately. Two days later Jesup asked Mason to buy a batteau and
ship it to Francis to be used as a model.14
When Francis first saw the batteau he called it the “queerest
craft extant,” but he thought it would serve the army well.15 The
batteau was flat-bottomed, quite wide amidships, and had a low
freeboard. Later, because of its odd shape, the army officers in
Florida referred to it as a gondola or alligator boat.16
When Jesup learned that Colonel Munroe had ordered the
construction of six boats and twenty canoes, all of wood, to support his military operations on Lake Okeechobee and at Fort
Miami, he told Munroe of the metallic barges and whaleboats he
was procuring. Jesup said that he intended to send a barge
and two whaleboats to each side of the peninsula for the colonel’s
use. Jesup added that he later contracted for several galvanized
iron Durham boats, which he would forward as soon as they were
built. Also, he recalled that had he remained in Florida in 1838,
he had planned to put a steamboat on Lake Okeechobee. He
asked the colonel if he desired one. If so, he would order an iron

14.

15.
16.

“Bateau (plural, bateaux) is French for any small boat, Batteau (plural,
batteaux) seems generally to have been adopted in English as the name
of one particular boat, or rather class of boats, the double-ended river
boats . . . . Batoe (plural, batoes) is the spelling generally employed in
the British colonies during the French and Indian Wars,” John Gardner,
The Dory Boat (Camden, Maine, 1978), 10; Charles Thomas to Francis,
November 2, 1854, Records of the Office of the Quartermaster General,
Letters Sent, vol. 43, 336, RG 92; Francis to Jesup, November 8, 1854,
RG 92; Thomas Mason to Thomas, November 4 and 9, 1854, Records of
the Office of the Quartermaster General, Consolidated Correspondence
File, 1794-1890, Batteaux, RG 92 (hereinafter Batteaux, RG 92).
Francis to Jesup, November 24, 1854, RG 92.
W. S. Hancock to John Munroe, January 10, 1857, Letters Sent, Registers
of Letters Received, and Letters Received by Headquarters, Troops in
Florida, and Headquarters, Department of Florida, 1850-1858, Microfilm,
M-1084, 10 rolls, RG 393, National Archives, roll 8 (hereinafter M-1084);
J. W. B. Scott, Special Requisition, December 22, 1856, roll 6, M-1084;
John Dimick to Munroe, September 8, 1857, roll 7, M-1084.
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one built in sections which could be assembled and launched on
the shores of the lake.17
Jesup’s selection of boats was sound. Barges traditionally have
been boat transports, and the other three types had had successful military operations in previous wars. In 1760, during the
French and Indian War, General Jeffery Amherst moved 10,000
men down the St. Lawrence River in 800 batteaux and whaleboats. When General George Washington crossed the Delaware,
the Marblehead, Massachusetts, regiment ferried his 2,400-man
main force over the river in Durham boats.18
The spacious, light-draft, six-oared barges were suitable for
transporting heavy freight on Lake Okeechobee and the larger
rivers of south Florida. Thirty- and forty-feet-long, with six and
one-half to ten-foot beams, they were propelled by oars and
poles. At times some officers jury-rigged square sails for their
barges. 19
Normally whaleboats were sharp at both ends, but Francis’s
boat had a narrow square stern. His four-oared, twenty-seven-foot
long, five-foot beamed boat handled well in a surf. As troop carriers, whaleboats could be used on Lake Okeechobee, larger
rivers, and along the Atlantic and Gulf coasts.20
The original Durham boat was a transport ranging from
thirty to sixty feet in length with an eight-foot beam. Those used
in Florida were thirty feet long. It was pointed at both ends and
flat-bottomed. Light draft was three and one-half to five inches;
heavy, it drew twenty-four to thirty inches. It could operate in
shallow waters, but it was not efficient in the surf. Inside the
17. Munroe to S. Cooper, November 26, 1854, roll I, M-1084; Munroe to
J. A. Haskin, November 26, 1854, M-1084. Jesup to Munroe, December 7,
1854, roll 3, M-1084.
18. Gardner, Dory Boat, 21; Paul K. Walker, Engineers of Independence: A
Documentary History of the Army Engineers in the American Revolution, 1775-1783 (Washington, 1981), 144.
19. Alexander S. Webb, “Campaigning in Florida in 1855,” Journal of the
Military Service Institution, XLV (November-December 1909), 424.
20. “Barge . . . a spacious light-draft river boat for the transportation of
heavy merchandise. . . . Whale-boat. A long narrow boat, from 20 to 50
feet in length, and from 4 to 10 feet beam, sharp at both ends, and
admirably fitted for all uses at sea. . . . These boats are best in a surf,
and they should then be steered with a long oar instead of a rudder,”
L. R. Hamersly, A Naval Encyclopaedia (Philadelphia, 1881), 64, 843;
Harvey Brown to Munroe, February n.d. 1856, roll 4, M-1084; Brown to
T. J. Harris, June 11, 1855, M-1084; Charles Thomas to Munroe, February 18, 1856, M-1084. Webb, “Campaigning in Florida,” 425.
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craft, walking boards ran down both sides to provide footing for
the pole men. From extant letters it is not possible to say if the
army put seats in its Durham boats.21
The Maine log-driving batteau was the craft for Florida’s
smaller streams and the Everglades. Maine lumberjacks used it
in white-water rapids as well as in shallow streams. Its large bow
rolled the waters back in rapids, while its flared sides allowed
heavy loads to be carried with a light draft. According to Mason,
it drew one and one-half to two inches when light and between
twelve and fifteen inches with two men and 4,000 pounds. It
could be poled or paddled and would carry “as many men as
can be seated, say twenty-five.”22 This was the craft Jesup hoped
could trail the Seminole dugout into the remote reaches of the
Everglades.
Colonel Munroe appreciated the general’s foresight in procuring metallic boats, but he did not think he could use a
steamer. Before the conflict, Munroe envisioned rowboats as providing all the water transportation needed. Later, he had second
thoughts; if an iron steamer could navigate from Lake Tohopekaliga to Lake Okeechobee via the Kissimmee River it would be
valuable. Unfortunately for his plan, a survey revealed that a
steamer could not navigate either the strait of Tohopekaliga
leading from the lake nor the Kissimmee River. Therefore, no
effort was made to put a sectional iron steamer on Lake Okeechobee. However, during those same years, Francis did construct
a fleet of light-draft iron steamers for the Russians which was
transported over the Ural Mountains and assembled on the Aral
Sea. 23
21. Robert Durham designed this long, narrow, flat-bottomed boat ca. 1750
to carry pig iron from the Durham Furnace down the Delaware River
over a series of rapids. “These boats were like large canoes, some thirty
or forty feet long . . . pointed at each end . . . a steering oar adjustable
at either end,” William S. Stryker, The Battles of Trenton and Princeton
(Boston, 1898; facsimile ed., Spartanburg, 1967), 129; M. V. Brewington,
“Washington’s Boat at the Delaware Grossing,” American Neptune II
(April 1942), 168, 170.
22. “The Maine log-driving batteau, as perfected on the Penobscot River . . .
represents the ultimate refinement of the river-type dory. She is a boat
for rapids and white water as well as for shallow, rocky, crooked
streams. . . . She had to be light to be carried. . . . The long rake of the
stem allowed the boat to slide over obstructions,” Gardner, Dory Boat,
135; Mason to Thomas, November 9, 1854, Batteaux, RG 92.
23. Munroe to Jesup, December 19, 31, 1854, roll 1, M-1084; Brown to
Harris, June 11, 1855, roll 4, M-1084; DAB, VI, 582-83,
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In Florida, the year 1855 was a time of preparation. The first
metal boats arrived in Florida before the outbreak of hostilities,
which gave Francis’s Novelty Iron Works the opportunity to gear
up for the army’s needs. It also allowed the soldiers to become
familiar with the craft, and to offer corrections to the basic designs.
Colonel Munroe took stock of his watercraft, both wood and
metal, and prepared his defenses to keep the Seminoles south of
a line running across the peninsula along the Caloosahatchee
River, Lake Okeechobee, and southeast to the Miami River.
Forts Meade and Myers in the west and Capron and Miami in
the east were permanent posts; Forts Center on Fisheating Creek
and McRae on the eastern shores of Lake Okeechobee would be
manned only during the dry, or healthy, season. Initially, water
transportation for the troops consisted of six boats and fourteen
canoes built at Tampa, four mackinac boats at Fort Capron, and,
when they arrived, the metal boats.24
The officer in charge of the Tampa vessels reported he had
trouble finding civilians willing to build the craft. He thought
it would be cheaper if the soldiers built them on the shores of
Lake Okeechobee, but the colonel did not accept his recommendation. The Tampa canoes varied in size from twenty-one
to thirty feet long, three and one-half to four feet wide, and
carried from eight to twenty soldiers.
The mackinac boats stored at Fort Capron had been used
over a decade earlier in the Second Seminole War and were in
miserable shape. Lieutenant A. P. Hill commented that three of
the boats had been condemned three years earlier and the remaining one should have been. It was doubtful if any of them
could be made serviceable; however, by dint of much labor some
were salvaged.25
It did not take the officers in Florida long to appreciate the
metal boats. Colonel Harvey Brown, commanding at Fort Myers,
said that the wooden canoes and boats built in Tampa could not
be used along the Gulf shore. He offered them for expeditions
24.

Munroe to Secretary of War, October 11, 1854, Records of United States
Army Continental Commands, 1821-1920, Entry 1641, Letters Received
1854-1857, Record Group 393, National Archives; Munroe to Cooper,
October 10, 1854, roll 1, M-1084.
25. A, Montgomery to Munroe, January 14, 1855, roll 1, M-1084; A. P. Hill
to J. A. Haskin, January 14, 1855, M-1084.
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into the Everglades, if they could be so employed. Later Colonel
Munroe reported the canoes were too heavy for the Everglades.
First Lieutenant Frank A. Larned carried his wooden canoes on
an overland scout, and by the time he was ready to launch his
craft one canoe was so damaged that he had to sink it.26
In report after report the difference between metallic and
wooden boats was noted. Colonel Brown said that on Lake
Okeechobee he had two metal barges “long in use & nearly worn
out,” a large wooden batteau “not at all fit for service,” and a
metallic whaleboat “in good order.” At Fort Myers he had a
metallic barge and a metal whaleboat both “good,” six small
metallic gondola skiffs “serviceable,” and two wooden skiffs “good
for nothing.” Major J. W. B. Scott on the Manatee River had a
six-oared metal barge “in good order,” and a large wooden
schooner which was worm-infested and leaking badly.27
Still, army operations in the field proved more damaging to
the metal craft than the earlier scientific and surveying expeditions in the Dead Sea and Tehuantepec. Under military use, the
boat cradles supporting the craft while being carried in wagons
were not built with the desired precision to protect the metal
sides. Lieutenant H. J. L. Molinard carried large metal boats
from Fort Deynaud to Fort Center. The rough road and heavy
load stove in his boat cradles, and frequently he had to repair
them, at one time stopping to completely rebuild his cradles. It
took him five days to make a trip which normally could have
been done in two. When he arrived, the four pressure points
where the cradles supported the boats had worn holes through
the copper sides. A coppersmith had to be sent, under military
escort, from Tampa to Fort Center to repair the damage. Often
the air chambers were damaged in transit. Colonel Brown reported this weakness and suggested it should be corrected immediately for “remedied they are by far the best boat for the
service.“28
Lake Okeechobee presented a unique maritime setting which
would have challenged the most professional seamen. Storms on
26. Brown to Harris, June 11, 1855, roll 4, M-1084; Thomas to Munroe,
February 18, 1856, M-1084; Frank A. Larned to S. G. Arnold, December
30, 1855, M-1084.
27. Brown to Munroe, February n.d. 1856, M-1084; J. W. B. Scott letter,
November 28, 1856, roll 6, M-1084.
28. Brown to Harris, June 11, 1855, roll 4, M-1084.
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the lake played havoc with barge and whaleboat operations.
High winds and the shallow waters of the lake combined to create
storm surges which developed waves wherein the troughs between waves sometimes would be shallow enough to slam the
boats upon the lake bottom. If possible, officers sought shelter
at the approach of storms; otherwise it was a struggle to keep
from being blown on shore and battered by the crashing waves.
It was standard procedure when beaching boats on an exposed
shore to offload the craft and pull it high on shore, or anchor it
offshore in deep water.29
A few of the army officers had experience at sea, but the
troops manning the oars were novices. Colonel Brown urged the
selection of “those who know something about rowing. I suppose
good oarsmen cannot be found— but something of the use of the
oar should be known as the row will be a long one.“30
The troops operating around the peninsula’s coast from Fort
Dallas to the Caloosahatchee River were spared the storm surge
phenomenon. Reefs and barrier islands off the coast protected
these waters. Yet often the Durham and whaleboats probing the
coast ran aground in the muck of shallow estuaries, and officers
recommended that the Durham boats be equipped with friction
battons to protect the flat bottoms when grounded.31
The batteaux were reserved for small streams and swamps.
From Fort Dallas batteaux parties penetrated the Everglades.
Just after the rainy season, when the waters were high, batteaux
were able to transit the glades and swamps with ease. But as the
dry season progressed, the water level lowered until even the
batteau was left immobile.
In spite of Jesup’s anticipated employment of boats against
the Seminoles, early military operations generally were carried
out by mounted patrols. There were several reasons for this.
Initially the Indians took the offensive, raiding north beyond
their reservation, causing the army to patrol regions less suitable
for boat operations. Florida’s militia units were mounted, for it
seemed that Floridians just were not willing to serve in dis29.

H. A. Allen, March 3, 1855, Survey of Lake Okeechobee; Page, Memoir
of Reconnaissances, frame 38, M-1090.
30. Brown to William Hays, February 23, 1855, roll 4, M-1084.
31. J. McKinsty, Estimate of Quartermaster Stores & Property for Campaign,
Winter, 1856, roll 6, M-1084.
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mounted units. Finally, it took time to accumulate sufficient
boats, and to gather soldiers capable of manning them. Thus
combat operations by boat developed more slowly than might be
expected in view of General Jesup’s advanced planning.
By the end of the first year of combat Fort Brooke had a metal
whaleboat and an iron barge. Manatee River had a metallic
barge and a wooden schooner, the later not operable. Fort Myers
had sixteen metal whaleboats and barges, twenty-three metal
batteaux, and twenty-four wooden skiffs. Fort Dallas had three
metal barges, one iron whaleboat, ten iron batteaux, and seven
wooden canoes. Fort Deynaud had one wooden flat boat. Key
West had two metal barges. And in New York the quartermater
general had ordered fifty more metal boats from Francis.32
Boat operations during the first year and a half were exploratory, as officers and men discovered and mapped the terrain and
learned the proper season to use south Florida’s waterways. Much
of these activities were along the perimeter of the Everglades,
and, while there were few combat engagements, these boat parties
kept the Seminoles from using the coasts. But regular troops were
ineffective in finding Indians in the swamps, for “the German
and Irish emigrants who enlisted at that time . . . were . . . ignorant of anything like woodcraft.“33
In the summer of 1857 three companies of volunteers were
organized into boat companies equipped with Durham boats.
Now all the ingredients for success were in place: General Jesup’s
specialized watercraft, Francis’s corrugated metallic lifeboats, and
Floridians with woodsman’s skill to bring the war to the Indians.
In March 1858, after utilizing tactics similar to those developed
by the navy during the final years of the Second Seminole War,
the army succeeded in pressuring Billy Bowlegs into accepting
the government’s terms to move west. A historian of this war
concluded that these boat parties provided the solution “to the
problem of locating the wily Seminoles.“34
32. O. H. Tillinghost to Dimick, November 10, 1856, M-1084; Report of
J. W. B. Scott, November 28, 1856, M-1084; F. N. Page to A. Pleasonton,
December 14, 1856, roll 5, M-1084; Pond, History of Life-Saving Appiances, 72.
33. David Ramsey, ed., “Abner Doubleday and the Third Seminole War,”
Florida Historical Quarterly, LIX (January 1981), 323.
34. James W. Covington, The Billy Bowlegs War, 1855-1858: The Final
Stand of the Seminoles Against the Whites (Chuluota, 1982), 76.
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Boat Press. From Pond, History of Life-Saving Appliances.

Francis’s model whaleboat presented to the U. S. Patent Office, now on display in the Hall of American Maritime Enterprize, Smithsonian Institution.
Photograph courtesy George E. Buker.
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It is unfortunate that the deeds of Joseph Francis and General Thomas Jesup, so far from Florida, were not more widely
publicized. Before hostilities began, these two men had provided
the correct military transports to prosecute the war successfully.
Three years before the first French and English ironclads were
built, and seven years before the battle between the Merrimac
and the Monitor, the army employed metal boats in Florida. Yet
the world’s first use of metal boats in combat passed unnoticed.
The Third Seminole War, the least known of Florida’s Indian
Wars, was not just another frontier conflict; it was the harbinger
of the metal military transports of the future.35
35. Joseph Francis also supplied the Army with water-tight horse-drawn
metallic wagons. Most were sent west to be tested, but at least three
metal wagons were in Florida. Colonel John Dimick reported that metal
wagons were “only fit for crossing streams,” Dimick to Page, February
6, 1856 [1857?], roll 7, M-1084; L. G. Arnold to Col. Commanding,
December 15, 1855, Records of United States Army Continental Commands, 1821-1920, Entry 1639, vol. 1, Letters Sent and Orders Issued,
November 1855-January 1856, RG 393.
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